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Assessing sustainability: a technical fix or a means of social learning?
Anne M. Wallis*, Alecia R. Kelly and Michelle L.M. Graymore
School of Life and Environmental Sciences, Faculty of Science and Technology, Deakin University, PO Box 423, Warrnambool, Victoria
3280, Australia
The contextual nature of sustainability makes it extremely difficult to measure. Across the world each region has a specific
environment and history that has shaped values and perceptions of the local community. In response, a wide range of tools has
been developed that employ differing techniques to measure sustainability. These have a range of applications from global to
site-specific scales. However, it is yet to be resolved whether assessments made using these tools reflect a technical focus with
no close links to the knowledge and perceptions of stakeholders, community and management decisions, or whether the
assessments reflect the knowledge and perceptions of local stakeholders and the community. In the southwest region of
Victoria, Australia, a sustainability index called AIRS (An Index of Regional Sustainability) has recently been developed. This
tool is based on indicators selected by stakeholders and considers relationships between the indicators. The aim of this paper is
to report an ex-post evaluation of the AIRS sustainability assessment conducted at a subcatchment scale. The evaluation
assesses AIRS’s ability to assess regional sustainability and compares and contrasts the subcatchment assessments with the
knowledge and perceptions of stakeholders and the community. A participatory approach that acknowledges key stakeholders
was used for the evaluation process. Representatives from four stakeholder groups were interviewed to elicit their views of the
AIRS assessment, its relevance, quality, applicability and priorities for future development. Strengths and weaknesses of AIRS
are revealed and its contribution to social learning is highlighted.
Keywords: sustainable development; sustainability indicators; index evaluation
Introduction
Across the globe, policy-makers are looking for ways to
help them determine if the sustainable development strate-
gies being implemented are succeeding. Hampering efforts
being made to develop a generic tool to address this is the
lack of clarity in definition due to the contextual nature of
the concept. Sustainability is a value judgement that will
inherently mean different things to different people, and is a
so-called latent variable: one that cannot be directly mea-
sured (De Vellis 1991) but can only assessed by inference
from what can be observed (Punch 1998). Therefore, the
many attempts to measure progress towards sustainability
(Parris and Kates 2003) have been based on specific frames
of reference (Mazurov and Tikunov 2006) and, as was
encouraged in Agenda 21 (Chapter 40), through the use of
indicators (UNCED 1992). Despite efforts being made, an
agreed generic tool has yet to be developed.
It is considered by many that, through their ability to
assist in formulation and evaluation of policies, indicator-
based metrics have the potential to operationalise sustain-
ability (Pinfield 1996; Brugmann 1997; Eckerberg and
Minuer 2003), hence the proliferation of such tools.
Indicators have been variously described as a means to
gather and simplify information, providing a means to com-
municate current status and assist with deciding on an
approach to a sustainable future (Barrios and Komoto
2006; Fontalvo-Herazo et al. 2007; Hai et al. 2009). A
plethora of indicators of sustainable development now
exist (Parris and Kates 2003) and problems with managing
the associated data have emerged. Thus much attention is
being given to aggregating indicators to build indices as a
means to simplify the complexity and hence increase the
usefulness of sustainability metrics as communication tools
(Olalla-Ta´rraga 2006).
Measurement tools that consider the social, economic
and ecological components of sustainability have been
developed at the global (e.g. United Nations Commission
on Sustainable Development), national [e.g. Ecological
Footprint (Wackernagel et al. 1993) and Environmental
Sustainability Index (Esty et al. 2005)], regional [e.g.
Fraser Basin, British Columbia (Gustavson et al. 1999)]
and local scales [e.g. Sustainable Seattle (Atkisson 1996)].
Yet evaluation of selected metrics indicates that such tools
produce varying results (Mazurov and Tikunov 2006;
Wilson et al. 2007) and thus can be misleading for those
attempting to develop strategies for sustainability (Bo¨hringer
and Jochem 2007). Despite the concerns raised by these
evaluations, policy-makers are seeking guidance on the
development of strategies to progress sustainability and
hence the continued pursuit of sustainability metrics.
According to Parris and Kates (2003, p. 582) this ‘allows
us to compare and contrast a plethora of approaches and
then select the best attributes of each to pursue the next
generation of research and application’.
In the southwest region of Victoria, Australia, a sustain-
ability index called AIRS (An Index of Regional
Sustainability) has recently been developed to measure
regional sustainability (Richards et al. 2007). The tool is
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based on indicators selected by stakeholders in the region
and takes into consideration relationships between these
indicators. The aim of this paper is to report on an ex-post
evaluation of the AIRS sustainability assessment conducted
within the region at a subcatchment scale. The evaluation
investigated AIRS’s ability to assess regional sustainability
by comparing and contrasting the assessment with the
knowledge and perceptions of regional stakeholders and
the community. A participatory stakeholder approach was
used to investigate stakeholder perceptions and knowledge
of the region’s sustainability. As part of this evaluation,
representatives from each stakeholder group were inter-
viewed with respect to their views of the AIRS assessment,
its relevance, quality, applicability and their priorities for
future development. The paper provides an overview of
southwest Victoria and the AIRS assessment tool before
the evaluation method is described and the results are pre-
sented and discussed in terms of the technical and social
contributions to regional sustainability.
Southwest Victoria and AIRS
The sustainability assessment tool our team developed is
applicable at the regional scale in southwest Victoria,
Australia. The region is defined by the Glenelg Hopkins
Catchment Management area, which includes three river
basins with 32 subcatchments (Figure 1) and covers almost
five local government areas. It encompasses 23,300 km2,
has a population of approximately 96,000 and is largely
dependent on primary industries, such as agriculture
(Glenelg Hopkins Catchment Management Authority
2002). As a result of large-scale vegetation clearance, graz-
ing and cropping practices, river regulation and the intro-
duction of exotic plants and animals, the region now faces a
number of long-term environmental problems. To be sus-
tainable, there are some important assets (including wet-
lands, coastal environments, prime agricultural land and
some unique species of flora and fauna) that need careful
management. Thus assessing progress towards sustainability
is seen as a means to inform the development of appropriate
management strategies for this area (South West
Sustainability Partnership 2001).
Using a local definition of sustainability (South West
Sustainability Partnership 2001), researchers developed an
indicator-based tool to measure regional sustainability at the
subcatchment scale. The development of such a tool is a
complex process involving a number of different stages.
Figure 2 represents a summary of the major stages involved
in the AIRS development process, demonstrating that, from
a large initial group of possible social, economic and envir-
onmental indicators, a composite index called An Index of
Regional Sustainability (AIRS) could be produced
(Richards et al. 2007).
Indicator selection relied on stakeholders prioritising
indicators based on four regional sustainability themes:
(1) Building capacity for the region – social pillar;
(2) Conserving and enhancing the natural resource
base – environmental pillar;
(3) Creating greater prosperity through sustainability
as a competitive advantage – economic pillar;
(4) Requirements for effective implementation – institu-
tional pillar (South West Sustainability Partnership
2001).
To test the content validity of the 44 high priority indicators
selected, community workshops were held to ensure that
these indicators did truly reflect regional values. Once the
set of indicators had been established, data for each were
collected and collated. This was a rigorous exercise that
involved seeking data from various sources (including the
Australian Bureau of Statistics, government departments
and natural resource management agencies) for all the
years that it was available, and compiling a database in
order to establish current status and trends for each indica-
tor. Where data were lacking or of poor quality (43% of
cases), indicators were eliminated, resulting in a set of 19
Figure 1. Location of the southwest region of Victoria and the 32
subcatchments for which sustainability was assessed.
Figure 2. An Index of Regional Sustainability (AIRS): summary
of the processes involved in development of this tool.
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indicators representing the social, economic and environ-
mental pillars of sustainability.
Sustainability is dependent on the viability of the whole
system (Bossel 2001), and this involves interactions
between the social, economic and biophysical sub-systems.
Hence the development of an assessment tool requires not
only selecting indicators and collecting together the asso-
ciated data but also identification of relationships between
the indicators both within and between the subsystems or
pillars. Therefore the next steps in developing AIRS
involved normalisation of the data, identifying relationships
between the indicators, weighting the indicators, and aggre-
gation to produce a measure of sustainability for each
subcatchment.
An extensive literature search, as well as expert opinion,
provided the basis for transformation of the indicators to
produce a new and unique scale enabling comparisons
between indicators. Spearman’s correlation coefficient and
principal component analysis (PCA) were used to describe
the linkages and thus identify relationships between indica-
tors. This allowed indicators that were highly correlated to
be identified and redundant indicators to be eliminated, thus
reducing the indicator set to 13 (Figure 3). Analytical hier-
archy process (AHP; Saaty 1977) was used to assess the
relative impact of individual indicators, allowing them to be
ranked in order of their contribution to overall sustainability
and weighted using multiple criteria analysis (MCA). The
resulting weighted summation sustainability score for each
subcatchment was integrated with GIS using ArcGIS in
the ArcMap environment (Wallis et al. 2007). A sensitivity
analysis, as described byMalczewsk (1999), was conducted
and the tool was found to be robust.
To ensure that the tool would be relevant, acceptable
and useable by stakeholders and the community in the
region, the process of tool development included:
 using a local definition of sustainability;
 using a participatory approach for indicator selection;
 involving local organisations in gathering data;
 communicating progress regularly to stakeholders;
 providing a report to all participants detailing the
AIRS assessment results.
A sustainability index should be a means to aggregate data,
provide information, enhance communication and support
decision-making (Wallis 2006). Hence, the results of the
AIRS assessment were presented on a catchment map with
graduated colours depicting the different levels of sustain-
ability found across the different subcatchments. The results
provide a baseline assessment of regional sustainability and
clearly show that there is variation across the region in terms
of sustainability (Graymore et al. 2009).
The completion of the sustainability assessment meant
that the technical goal of this research had been achieved.
While the quality of the information collected and the mod-
elling steps involved are important, in order to progress
sustainability the AIRS assessment must lead to develop-
ment of strategies that will maintain or enhance those areas
with a positive result and lead to improvements in areas that
are problematic. To determine if AIRS was likely to do this
required an evaluation to be undertaken. Although evalua-
tions may be undertaken for a number of reasons, the
fundamental logic in conducting an evaluation is to deter-
mine success or failure. Kleiman et al. (2000) proposed that
a good evaluation does this by defining relevant criteria
to measure success. They categorised criteria to evaluate
success as being either substantive or process-based.
Substantive criteria are those based on the project objectives
(Did we achieve what we set out to achieve?) and process
criteria are those based on organisation and function (How
well did we achieve our aims? andWhere can we improve?)
(Kleiman et al. 2000). The project reported in this paper thus
sets out to complete the evaluation using a set of predeter-
mined criteria, both process and substantive, using a parti-
cipatory approach.
Methods
Not only are the scientific quality of the information col-
lected and the steps involved in building AIRS important,
but stakeholder acceptance of the assessment results is also
critical if the information provided is to influence decision-
making for sustainable development. Thus the AIRS eva-
luation adopted a four-way participatory stakeholder
approach (Figure 4) as a method to acknowledge all stake-
holders who had been involved in the AIRS development
process. Such an approach takes into account the nature and
richness of views of the various groups, and the contextual
nature of the AIRS assessment. It allows consideration of
the separate realities (or worldviews) of the community, the
knowledge generators (such as the researchers), local orga-
nisations (such as government and management agencies)
and those dependent on the natural resource base (industry).
It is acknowledged that this approach represents preferences
specific to the four groups and that many may not have been
representative had additional stakeholder groups been
involved.
Representatives from each group were invited to partici-
pate in the evaluation process, and within this paper the term
‘stakeholders’ refers to these groups. For the context of this
research, ‘community’ is defined as place-based, formed byFigure 3. Indicators of sustainability for South West Victoria.
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people who live within a certain locality and who are linked
together through their place-specific local knowledge and
their shared construction of a combined social, economic
and ecological reality (Brown and Pitcher 2005). Local man-
agement agencies included local governments and natural
resource managers, while industry was represented by the
dairy industry, a major contributor to the regional economy.
The role of the researcher, as well as evaluating AIRS
through data collection and analysis, was, for both ethical
and practical reasons, to reflect the work undertaken.
The six criteria selected for the evaluation of AIRS
were:
(1) Level of understanding of the concept of sustain-
ability and of the AIRS assessment. Has the level of
knowledge of sustainability changed since the
beginning of this research? Is AIRS and its assess-
ment understood?
(2) Relevance – Are regional values reflected in AIRS?
Are there similarities and/or differences in percep-
tions of the level of sustainability across the region?
Are the assessments likely to be used to progress
regional sustainability?
(3) Quality – Where are the areas in which the tool has
performed well? Where does it require further
attention?
(4) Communication – Are the results informative and
clearly understood?
(5) Application – Does the tool meet the needs of
regional planners and managers? Can they use
AIRS in their current environment?
(6) Further development – What might be done to
improve AIRS? What might be done to encourage
its use?
To investigate community, management agency and industry
perceptions of regional sustainability, and the AIRS tool and
its resulting assessment, 14 in-depth, semi-structured inter-
views based on the above six criteria were conducted with
representatives of the stakeholder groups during the period
June to August 2008. Interviews were conducted using a
purpose-built guide, which was varied to meet the particular
situation. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and data
organised into a matrix using a person/question approach
(Gillham 2005). This allowed common themes and patterns
to be identified and provided a structured method for detect-
ing common responses. Analysis was undertaken at the
whole group (across cases) as well as at the individual
stakeholder group (case by case) levels (McDavid and
Hawthorn 2005).
At the start of the evaluation process, one hurdle to
adoption of AIRS was thought likely to be disagreement
between stakeholder perceptions of areas of the catchment
that were more sustainable and less sustainable (caused by
differences in worldview) and the results of the AIRS
assessment. If this was the case, it could create difficulties
for decision-makers implementing strategies for sustain-
ability. As such, comparing and contrasting perceptions of
the different stakeholder groups was considered important.
Results
The stakeholder responses to AIRS and its assessment out-
comes have been very positive. AIRS is seen to reflect local
values and provides a means to monitor progress towards
sustainability and, at the same time, increases awareness
and promotes dialogue about sustainability and sustainable
development. Table 1 presents a summary of the stake-
holder and community evaluation of AIRS from a series
of interview responses for each of the six categories
selected. Upon analysis of the interview data, it was found
that there was considerable uniformity in response, both
within and between different stakeholder groups. Thus,
the results are presented as a collection rather than separated
into stakeholder groups. The following sections describe the
empirical findings according to the evaluation criteria.
Level of understanding
Interviewees across all groups showed a high level of under-
standing of the concept of sustainability, with some able to
refer to the Brundtland definition, while others spoke of it as
a complex, contextual and multifaceted concept that was
about considering the needs of future generations. Thus,
those that participated in the interviews were considered to
have a high level of understand of sustainability, which
would provide them with a good background for comment-
ing on the AIRS tool and its assessment for the region.
The level of understanding of the tool itself varied
somewhat, and this seemed to be related to the length of
time that interviewees had lived in the region. Those who
had lived in the southwest for a longer time were more likely
to demonstrate a high level of understanding of the AIRS
assessment, as they were familiar with the process of AIRS
tool development and most had either participated in this
process at some stage or had attended presentations about its
progress. Those who had moved into the region more
Figure 4. A four-way participatory stakeholder approach was used
to ensure that all stakeholders who had been involved in the tool
development process were engaged in the evaluation.
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recently were more likely to have concerns about the choice
of indicators used in the tool and demonstrate a lack of
understanding of AIRS as an index using indicators that
were most highly ranked by stakeholders.
Relevance
The general view expressed was that it is extremely impor-
tant to measure regional sustainability and to develop
mechanisms to undertake this task. The AIRS assessment
was considered to reflect key local values and, generally,
participants were not surprised by the resulting subcatch-
ment assessments, although not all results were received
without some questioning. It became apparent, however,
that a number of emerging issues were uppermost in the
minds of managers and that these were not adequately
considered with AIRS, e.g. the issue of climate change.
Particularly pressing in coastal locations, this is a factor
that was not incorporated into the tool at the time of devel-
opment. AIRS as presented was thus considered to be static
– a snapshot in time. A number of interviewees commented
that AIRS assessments would be more relevant when trends
become apparent. As stated by one interviewee: ‘ . . . [the
sustainability assessment] needs to be a long-term process
with assessments taken over time’.
Quality
There was general agreement that the tool was good for
assessing sustainability in the southwest region. It was
considered to perform well and, although it was not perfect,
it provided a good baseline of catchment condition and
regional sustainability.
Communication
There was general agreement that using a visual method to
communicate assessment results was good. The maps pre-
sented were easy to interpret and summarised the informa-
tion in a manner that did not confuse the user. Using the
colour-coded system (red to green) resulted in a clear mes-
sage as to what areas of the region were more or less
sustainable. It was recommended on a number of occasions
that it would be better if more geographic reference points
were included.
Application
AIRS was seen as providing a baseline for ongoing sustain-
ability monitoring, a means to increase awareness and assist
education for sustainability. However, when asked if the
tool was applicable for use by interviewees or their organi-
sations, most said that it was not. One management agency
representative said it would be a valuable tool for their
agency, with some adjustments incorporated, as it could
‘be used to drive continual improvement, provide snapshots
of the region, report on progress, inform investors and
communicate with the community’. Another said that it
would be a valuable tool for the education programme run
within his organisation.
For most interviewees, AIRS was seen more as a means
to engage regional stakeholders and the community in dialo-
gue, to enhance discussions that will assist decision-making
and promote collective action to advance sustainability. For
the region, one interviewee saw AIRS as a way ‘to turn
theory into practice . . . to encourage the doing’. This intima-
tion that AIRS as a tool is unlikely to be adopted by most of
the stakeholder groups leads to the effectiveness of the tool
being questioned – is it just a technical fix? Yet the response
to the assessment output may mean that effectiveness comes
in a more indirect way – as a means of social learning.
Further development
The most pressing suggestion with regard to the future of
AIRS was that further assessments be made to produce a
trend. Assessments over time could start to demonstrate the
direction in which the region is heading with regard to
sustainability goals. It was also suggested that the maps
produced showing the assessments be improved simply by
adding geographical reference points, such as towns and
national parks. To enhance knowledge of the tool within the
region, it was recommended that a communication plan be
developed. Such a plan was seen as a mechanism to further
enhance dialogue and should include instructions for use.
Table 1. A summary of responses to each of the six evaluation
criteria.
Criteria Response summary
Level of understanding
1. Sustainability Good: complex, multifaceted, contextual,
inter-generational
2. AIRS Good: an index based on indicators having a
high impact on regional sustainability. Fair:
wanting different indicators used in the tool
Relevance Highly relevant
Reflects key local values and perceptions
Strong support for sustainability metrics for
the region
Emerging issues e.g. climate change, pressing
and needs including
Quality Good
Overall tool performed well
Not perfect, but provides a good baseline
Communication Good
Maps and colour codes make it easy to
interpret
Requires more reference points, e.g. towns
and natural features
Application Not at organisational level
A baseline; a snapshot
Increases awareness, education & debate;
promotes dialogue
Mobilise collective action
Should guide allocation of resources
Refine and develop for specific application
e.g. change indicators, change scales
Further
development
Repeat assessment to show trends
Develop a communication plan
Be persistent, give incentives
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The need to be persistent about the application of AIRS as a
sustainability metric was flagged: ‘Measuring sustainability
is vital. We need to have a sense of positive progression; we
need to challenge our thinking’; ‘[it is] good to attempt to
measure the immeasurable’.
Researcher evaluation
Wallis et al. (2007) provide a discussion of what was learned
during the tool development stage of the AIRS project.
Here, an evaluation of the whole project is presented, taking
into account the evaluation feedback summarised above.
Given the discussions with the community, management
agencies and industry, and reflecting on the development
of AIRS and the resulting assessments, researcher analysis
of the tool identified a number of strengths and weaknesses
(Table 2).
One of the strengths of AIRS is that it was developed
using a holistic, integrated approach based on relationships
between indicators from the social, economic and environ-
mental pillars of sustainability. Using the colour-coded GIS
maps to present results of the assessment made it easy to
identify areas of better and poorer condition, making it
clear, informative and easy to interpret by all stakeholders.
The use of GIS technology will enable data to be presented
at various scales, e.g. in local government areas, and this is
likely to increase its applicability for use by management
agencies. No other assessment of sustainability has been
attempted for the southwest region of Victoria, although a
number of environmental assessments have been completed
(Walker et al. 2006; Commissioner for Environmental
Sustainability Victoria 2008). The AIRS assessment pro-
vides a baseline assessment for sustainability and therefore
a reference point for future assessments. It is an educational
tool that has helped all stakeholders in the region to learn
more about the area in which they live as well as more about
the theory and practice of sustainability. This has been
achieved by the substantial discussion that the whole project
has created around the theme of sustainability. Being a
participatory process, this project has provided an ideal
mechanism for social learning.
A number of weaknesses associated with the AIRS tool
have been identified and these are summarised in Table 2. It
seems that there will always be debate about the number and
type of indicator and how best to aggregate indicators into
an index (Gustavson et al. 1999; Walker et al. 2006), and
AIRS is no exception to this trend. During the evaluation
stage of this project, however, this debate was minimal as
most stakeholders had participated in the indicator selection
phase and were therefore confident that the indicators
selected were representative of local values. There has
also been much discussion about barriers to developing
high quality assessment tools, such as access to reliable
data at the appropriate scale (Gustavson et al. 1999; Park
and Alexander 2005). Being dependent on data collected
from various sources means that AIRS uses a short-term
historical perspective. This characteristic is seen as a weak-
ness, as sustainability is very much about the long term.
Therefore, to better assess the impacts of different strategies
on sustainability, we need to take a longer look back at our
past actions and their impacts, and this will be no easy task.
The biggest weakness identified was the lack of likely
adoption of AIRS by most organisations for measuring
sustainability in the future. One reason for this is that the
intent of AIRS as a tool was to measure regional sustain-
ability and not be an industry-specific tool. Another is that
there are no established guidelines for use, and stakeholders
would prefer that such guidelines be provided. However,
until information provided in the assessments is adopted by
decision-makers AIRS will not influence strategy, and
unless trends can be produced, AIRS will remain a static
tool until researchers undertake the next assessment.
Discussion
To improve the efficiency and effectiveness of sustainability
assessment tools, evaluation is becoming increasingly
important, and more and more examples of evaluations are
being reported (e.g. Olalla-Ta´rraga 2006; Bo¨hringer and
Jochem 2007; Ness et al. 2007; Wilson et al. 2007). The
evaluation presented in this paper demonstrates that the use
of AIRS has produced an assessment of southwest Victoria
that highlights the existence of different levels of sustain-
ability across the region. The maps produced clearly illus-
trate the pattern of more and less sustainable areas, making
it easy to interpret, as well as informative and educational.
The development of AIRS and the assessment produced
already continues to encourage dialogue around achieving
sustainability for the region. It has yet to be shown to have
directly informed the development of regional strategies;
however, it has certainly stimulated discussion among plan-
ners and decision-makers. This suggests that AIRS is a
technical model that has made a significant contribution to
sustainability in this region through social learning.
The results of this evaluation suggest that the way that
stakeholders perceive the condition of subcatchments
within the region overlaps with the results obtained using
AIRS as an assessment tool. This finding provides some
validation of the assessment results but perhaps more
importantly means that strategies to improve sustainability
across the region will more likely meet with stakeholder
Table 2. Researcher analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of
AIRS.
Strengths Weaknesses
Holistic integrated approach Uses a short historical
perspective
Provides a baseline No established guidelines
for use
Informative Lack of adoption
Easily understood Static in its current form
Applicable at different scales
Enhances sustainability
education
Focus for dialogue
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support. The assessment result provided using AIRS has also
been supported by theVictoria 2008 State of the Environment
Report (Commissioner for Environmental Sustainability
Victoria 2008) and by the assessment of catchment condi-
tion in Australia undertaken by Walker et al. (2006).
The AIRS tool provides the southwest region with a
metric for assessing sustainability, and thus with an oppor-
tunity to focus the region’s future direction, policies and
programmes towards a sustainable future. This evaluation
suggests that although there is much interest in the resulting
assessment, the AIRS tool itself is unlikely to be adopted by
organisations in the immediate future. As such, it is seen as a
technical fix that has provided useful information about the
region’s sustainability. At this point, it can be viewed as a
top-down mechanism as it is considered likely to mobilise
action at the strategic, cross-institutional level, yet it is
unlikely to be adopted as a measuring tool within organisa-
tions. It would seem that, as pointed out by Nykvist and
Nilsson (2009, p. 17), current assessment tools, including
AIRS, although developed to be effective at the institutional
scale (within the routine operations of local organisations)
are poorly connected to the ‘real world institutional
context’. Collaboration is a key element for sustainability,
yet changing from individualistic to collaborative is not an
easy task (Lozano 2007). What will hold back the utility of
AIRS, and other such tools, are the silos of institutions
(both within and between stakeholder groups) where
policy-makers and managers are tied down, working on
more pressing organisational priorities (Morse 2008), and
are unable to work in a more holistic manner with other
departments and organisations towards a common goal of
sustainability. Within the southwest region the South West
Sustainability Partnership is an incorporated group of senior
executives from various natural resource management
agencies and local government who meet bi-monthly to
discuss sustainability issues. If AIRS is to be adopted by
organisations within the southwest, this group will provide
an avenue for it to happen. However, there is no evidence
this is proceeding to date. Hence, at this stage, AIRS is only
able to provide a snapshot of the sustainability of the region
until someone adopts the tool and carries out another assess-
ment to show trends in sustainability.
Participatory research is recognised as a key to social
learning (Keen et al. 2005; Nykvist and Nilsson 2009) and
to advancing sustainability (Olalla-Ta´rraga 2006; Blackstock
et al. 2007; Sinclair et al. 2008). One of the key factors in the
process of developing AIRS was that it adopted a partici-
patory approach. The process used has been an open and
transparent one that has encouraged cooperation and com-
munication between researchers, managers, industry and
the community. As much of the researcher focus has been
on developing the tool and making the assessment, the
impacts of this process on social learning are only just
starting to emerge. Social learning, as defined by Keen
et al. (2005, p. 4), ‘is the collaborative action and reflection
that occurs among different individuals and groups as the
work to improve the management of human and environ-
mental interactions’.
As AIRS has been developed, the stakeholders and
researchers have come together to work towards a collective
goal of measuring regional sustainability. Working in part-
nership with regional stakeholders has meant that, in the
time taken to undertake this project, levels of knowledge
and understanding of the theory and practice of sustainabil-
ity have grown, along with levels of knowledge of the
condition of the region. As a result, the capacity for positive
change has been enhanced, creating an opportunity to gen-
erate social action for sustainability (Sinclair et al. 2008).
Since sustainability should be an ongoing learning process
for both community and researchers (Freebairn and King
2003), this is one way that AIRS has made a significant
contribution to sustainability in the region.
Thus, this evaluation has shown that AIRS is both a
technical fix, in that it is able to assess sustainability of the
region based on the values of local stakeholders, and a
means for social learning. But its main weakness is the
lack of integration into the region’s decision-making pro-
cesses. This is where future development of AIRS lies.
Future development of the AIRS tool to progress its
integration into decision-making processes in the region
could include developing a communication plan and a
guide for use and further research into adoption of sustain-
ability assessment results into policy-making and the plan-
ning process. A communication plan needs to be developed
not just to further push AIRS to the local community and
stakeholder organisations, but to take into account the dif-
ferent knowledge systems and how to merge these to create
a third form of local understanding of sustainability assess-
ments and their application. This would go one step closer
to embedding the tool into decision-making in the region,
particularly when developed in combination with a pro-
gramme to guide the use of sustainability assessments by
decision-makers.
Another avenue to encourage the adoption AIRS by
decision-makers in the region would be to investigate bar-
riers within institutions and the policy-making and planning
process that are preventing adoption of the tool at present.
Once identified, ways to overcome these barriers could be
developed. This will allow us to determine the best ways to
integrate sustainability assessment into decision-making
and facilitate the use of such assessment tools.
Further research would be useful to evaluate the process
of developing a sustainability index, including social learn-
ing model building and how much participation is enough.
This will further inform the framework for sustainability
assessment developed through this project, to ensure that it
is as effective as possible in developing a sustainability
assessment tool that is able to reflect local knowledge and
values, measure sustainability, and be integrated into local
decision-making processes.
Conclusion
In pursuing the path towards a sustainable future, one of the
biggest challenges is developing a mechanism or mechan-
isms to measure progress. AIRS is an attempt to produce
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such a tool for the southwest region of Victoria, and has
achieved some degree of success. The tool has successfully
integrated relationships between the social, economic and
environmental pillars of sustainability to produce a clear
assessment of the region that has sparked much discussion.
Although the effectiveness of AIRS as an analytical tool for
use by stakeholders in the region remains uncertain, it has
made a significant contribution to learning and understanding.
Progressing sustainability will require change, and
change will require that learning is transformed into action.
For this region, and others, this means adopting a suitable
sustainability assessment framework that integrates local
values and knowledge, as does AIRS, for use in the deci-
sion-making process across all organisations so that they
can all work towards the common goal of sustainability.
This evaluation illustrates the strengths and weaknesses of
AIRS and the approach used to develop this tool, while at
the same time it has built upon existing knowledge, allow-
ing opportunities for change to take place and enhance the
region’s progress towards a sustainable future. For tool
developers and advocates of the need to measure sustain-
ability, translating the results of sustainability assessments
into action will be an ongoing challenge.
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